
Sample Business Case Set A: Elementary School Kitchens 

Simple, Compliant Meals With Minimal Staffing 

 

Summary 

Elementary school kitchens face the toughest combination of constraints: limited staffing, 
short meal windows, and facilities designed for heat-and-serve menus. As USDA nutrition 
standards continue shifting toward whole foods and scratch preparation (informed by the 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans), elementary schools need equipment that enables 
compliant cooking without increasing labor or complexity. This business case outlines 
practical, budget-conscious equipment upgrades that improve compliance, consistency, 
and service speed—supported by attached quotes for exact pricing and specifications. 

Policy & Funding Background: Why This Matters 

USDA school meal standards under the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School 
Breakfast Program (SBP) are based on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. While the 
Guidelines are advisory, the nutrition standards derived from them are mandatory for 
districts that want to remain eligible for: 

• federal per-meal reimbursement 
• USDA Foods (commodities) 
• compliance during administrative reviews/audits 

Elementary schools are often the most exposed operationally because kitchens may not 
have the tools to execute compliant meals consistently. When standards tighten, the risk 
is rarely a lack of menu planning—it’s execution capacity. 

Bottom line: An elementary kitchen that cannot reliably cook and store fresh foods 
increases operational and compliance risk, which can create funding exposure during 
audits. 

 

Operational Reality in Elementary Schools 

Elementary kitchens typically operate under these real constraints: 

• Small staffs with limited time for training 



• Minimal prep space and limited storage 
• Short service windows and rigid schedules 
• Kitchens built around reheating prepackaged foods 
• High pressure to maintain quality and speed with fewer steps 

The goal is not to “turn every school into a restaurant.” 
The goal is repeatable, compliant production with simple workflows. 

 

Recommended Equipment Focus for Elementary Schools 

A1. Small-Footprint Combi Oven 

The Fastest Way to Add Scratch Capability Without Adding Labor 

Estimated Cost Range (planning): $15,000–$40,000+ 
(Varies by size, controls, accessories, electrical requirements, and install scope. See 
attached quote.) 

Why this matters for compliance and funding 

Combi ovens support cooking methods aligned with USDA nutrition standards—steaming, 
roasting, and baking—using a single unit with consistent results. For elementary kitchens, 
this is critical because it: 

• reduces dependence on processed foods that may become harder to use in 
compliant menus 

• improves consistency across staff skill levels 
• supports safe, repeatable production during audits 

What a combi oven allows an elementary kitchen to do well 

• Roast vegetables quickly with consistent quality 
• Steam vegetables and proteins while preserving texture and nutrition 
• Bake whole-grain items consistently 
• Reheat food without drying it out (improves student acceptance) 
• Produce multiple menu components with fewer steps 

Why elementary schools value it specifically 

One unit replaces several: 



• can reduce reliance on separate steamer + convection oven + warmer 
combinations 

Simple controls reduce training time: 

• staff can follow preset programs rather than manual cooking steps 

Consistency reduces waste: 

• fewer overcooked vegetables, fewer re-dos, less plate waste 

Smaller footprint fits aging kitchens: 

• often easier to install than multiple separate pieces 

Operational impact (what leadership cares about) 

• Faster cook cycles help meet short lunch waves 
• Fewer steps reduce labor pressure and mistakes 
• More consistent quality can support participation and satisfaction 

See Attached Quote for specific model, capacity, accessories, utility requirements, 
installation scope, and final pricing. 

Fill-in Notes (Elementary Combi Oven) 

• School(s): _______________________________________ 
• Current equipment limitations (reheat-only, capacity issues, reliability): 

 

• Menu items enabled (examples: roasted veg, baked whole grains, steamed 
proteins): 

 

• Service window constraints (minutes and number of lunch periods): __________ 
• Current staffing (number of staff on shift): __________ 
• Expected benefits (check all that apply): 

☐ Faster service ☐ Less waste ☐ Reduced staff steps ☐ Better quality ☐ More 
scratch cooking 

 

A2. Basic Prep & Refrigeration Support 

Fresh Food Compliance Requires Storage + Prep Capacity 



Estimated Cost Range (planning): $10,000–$30,000 
(Varies by number of units, layout, and site conditions. See attached quote.) 

Why this matters for compliance and reimbursement 

As districts increase use of fresh ingredients (produce, dairy, proteins, whole grains), 
elementary kitchens must have the capacity to: 

• store food safely at proper temperatures 
• prep efficiently in limited space 
• maintain food safety controls and documentation 

Without sufficient refrigeration and basic prep tools, schools experience: 

• higher spoilage and waste 
• more emergency purchasing 
• higher compliance risk during food safety reviews 

Equipment Scope (typical elementary package) 

Refrigeration 

• Reach-in refrigerator(s) for daily prep and holding 
• Reach-in freezer (if needed for batch items or holding) 

Prep infrastructure 

• Prep tables (with or without sinks depending on kitchen layout) 
• Hand sink / utility sink considerations for food safety flow 

Basic prep equipment 

• Small food processors / slicers for consistent prep 
• Tools that reduce repetitive labor and improve speed 

Operational value for elementary kitchens 

• Supports daily fresh prep without adding labor hours 
• Improves food safety and reduces waste 
• Helps staff execute menus consistently with limited training time 

See Attached Quote for recommended refrigeration capacity, workstation configuration, 
utility requirements, installation scope, and final pricing. 

Fill-in Notes (Prep + Refrigeration) 



• Current refrigeration constraints (space, temperature stability, capacity): 

 

• Fresh items impacted (produce/dairy/proteins): _________________________ 
• Waste/spoilage issue today (describe): _________________________________ 
• Prep bottlenecks today (describe): ____________________________________ 
• Equipment requested (check all that apply): 

☐ Reach-in refrigerator ☐ Reach-in freezer ☐ Prep table ☐ Prep sink ☐ Food 
processor/slicer 

 

Recommended Approval Language  
This equipment investment is recommended to ensure elementary school kitchens can 
reliably execute compliant meal production aligned with USDA nutrition standards, while 
maintaining operational efficiency under staffing constraints and short service windows. 
The district is requesting approval based on the attached quote, which provides specific 
pricing, specifications, and installation details. 
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